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Union Strategies in representing ‘new’ workers: The case of UK retail unions  
 
1. Introduction  
The purpose of this paper is to explore the changing nature of employee voice 
through trade union representation in the retail industry.  The retail industry is a 
major employer in the UK and is one of the few private sector service industries with 
union representation (Griffin et al 2003).  The requisite union: the Distributive and 
Allied Workers (USDAW) union is one of the biggest unions in the country.  
However, the characteristics of the industry provide unique challenges for employee 
voice and representation including: high labour turnover; high use of casual, female 
and student labour; and, variable levels of union recognition (Reynolds et al 2005).  
Irrespective of these challenges, any extension of representation and organisation by 
unions in the retail sector is inherently valuable, socially and politically, given that 
retail workers are often categorised as vulnerable, due to the fact that they are 
among the lowest paid in the economy, sourced from disadvantages labour markets 
and increasingly subject to atypical employment arrangements (Broadbridge 2002; 
Henley 2006; Lynch 2005; Roan 2003). 
 
2. Union Revitalisation and Renewal 
Trade unions in most advanced market economies face increasingly challenging 
conditions in representing their members, and a concomitant crisis in membership, 
density, the erosion of structures of interest representation and declining mobilisation 
capacity (Frege & Kelly 2003). The UK is no exception. Whilst unions face an 
ongoing crisis throughout the industrialised world, they retain important functions for 
capitalist economies, as well as for political democracy. Trade union strategy and the 
need for unions to revitalize, in the face of increasingly challenging conditions, such 
as globalisation, neo-liberal politics and increased capital mobility, have become 
seminal issues in Britain and beyond (McIlroy 2008). Trade union revitalisation is 
however a contested concept (McIlroy 2008; Frege & Kelly 2003). Various competing 
and contradictory strategies have been identified as a means to generate renewal, 
such as the servicing, organising and partnership approaches (Heery 2002), yet 
other scholars view the strategies as compatible (McIlroy 2008). As Lucas (2009) 
notes, other scholars (e.g. Oxenbridge 1997; Heery 2002) have suggested that 
unions need to broaden their constituency, targeting new or previously neglected 
categories of workers into membership, and to extend organisation and 
representation downwards, to low wage workers. Such strategic imperatives have 
been reflected in the TUC’s aspirations, which identify a need to target particular 
types of employees into membership (Lucas 2009). 
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In the UK, union density has fallen from 33% in 1995 to 28% in 2007 (Mercer & 
Notley 2008). One of the core reasons for the decline in density in the UK has been 
the changing structure of employment; in terms of the decline in the traditional 
heartland of membership, the increased feminization of the workforce and the 
decline of employment in traditional manufacturing industries, alongside increased 
employment in service industries (Frege & Kelly 2003; Lucas 2009). One service 
oriented industry that has grown rapidly is the retail sector. The retail sector presents 
unique representational challenges for unions, particularly due to increased 
globalisation, high levels of labour turnover, and the predominant use of atypical 
labour (Reynolds et al. 2005; Palmer 2004). With continued globalisation of the retail 
industry and the fast-paced nature of change (Palmer 2004), research is needed 
within this context. 
 
The extant literature draws few international comparisons in relation to union 
strategy and there is a lack of systematic empirical attention to this issue (Hyman 
2001; Frege & Kelly 2003). Where comparative research exists, comparisons are 
primarily at the level of national union movements, with a particular focus on union 
structure and types, or as a by-product of broader international comparisons of 
institutions and national business systems (Frege & Kelly 2003). Frege and Kelly 
(2003) further argue that the focus of union-strategy research is limited to 
comparisons of quantitative variables, such as union density or bargaining coverage. 
Little is known about how union strategies compare across countries and industrial 
relations contexts, and furthermore, across industries between countries. 
 
The theoretical framework that underpins the research is the model of union 
revitalization strategies developed by Frege and Kelly (2003). They identify six 
strategies which can be used to address the variety of problems that unions face: 
organizing (acquisition of membership), organizational restructuring 
(mergers/internal reorganisation), coalition building (with other social movements), 
partnerships (with employers), political action (lobbying with a focus on legislation 
and labour market regulation policies) and international links (exchange of 
information). In the UK context, since 1997, unions have witnessed an increase in 
political power and influence, largely as a result of the reforms introduced by the 
Labour government which have spurred increased organising activity, often framed 
in the language of partnership or union recognition (Frege & Kelly 2003). 
 
Following Frege and Kelly (2003) however, we draw on their more encompassing 
and comprehensive model of union strategic choice which is embedded in social 
movement theory. As Frege and Kelly (2003) argue in developing this model of union 
strategic choice, the institutional context is not sufficient to explain unions’ strategies. 
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In fact, there are four possible determining factors: social and economic change 
(labour market trends), the institutional context (collective bargaining structures, legal 
and arbitration procedures and the political system), state and employer strategies 
and union structures (horizontal and hierarchical organisation of the union 
movement, networks, union leadership, relationships). Collectively, these factors 
shape a procedural variable: that is, framing processes within a union, or what Frege 
and Kelly (2003) label, union identities and repertoires of contention. Union identity is 
a cognitive process that is conceptualised as the inherited traditions which shape 
unions’ strategic choices (Frege & Kelly 2003). Using this social movement model of 
strategic choice, the purpose of the research is to explore the strategic choices of the 
largest union in the retail industry in the UK, in representing and organising 
members. The following section examines the general characteristics of union 
activity and membership in the UK. 
 
 
2. Trade Union Activity and Membership in the UK 
Trade unions in the UK face an ongoing crisis in membership, density and 
representation. Since 1995, union density has declined from 32.4% to 28% in 2007 
(Mercer & Notley 2008). Reasons for this decline include: the changing composition 
of employment, institutional and legislative change, macro-economic changes and 
the rise in individualism at the expense of collectivism. The general characteristics of 
union density and membership in the UK can be analysed from the 2007 trade union 
membership publication prepared by the Department for Business, Enterprise and 
Regulatory Reform (BERR) (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
 
In 2007, union density in the UK stands at 28%, a slight decrease from 28.3% in 
2006. Despite the decline in density, 46.6% of employees are employed in a 
workplace with a union presence, and over one-third of UK employees have their 
pay and conditions affected by a collective agreement (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
Coverage of employees by collective bargaining agreements remains much higher in 
the public than the private sector. Union density is also markedly different across 
sectors, with private sector density standing at 16.1% in 2007 whilst union density in 
the public sector stands at 59% (Mercer & Notley 2008). Trade union presence is 
highest in the public administration and defence industry (85.2%) and lowest in 
hotels and restaurants (11.1%).  
 
Important variations in union membership can be seen in relation to work 
characteristics and personal characteristics. Union density is higher for: 
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• full time than part time employees (30.1% vs 21.9%); 
• Employees in professional occupations (47.1%);  
• Those aged 50 plus (35.2%); 
• Black or black British employees (29.4%); 
• Employees who have a degree/higher education qualification (40.5%); and  
• Those with 20 years tenure (56.1%) (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
 
In relation to earnings, unions maintain a wage premium, with the hourly earnings of 
union members averaging 15.6% more than the earnings of non-members (Mercer & 
Notley 2008). The wage premium is significantly larger for public sector employees. 
Low paid employees’, that is, those earning less than £250 per week have the lowest 
rate of union membership (17.5%) (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
 
A higher proportion of women are union members than men in the UK, with 29.6% of 
female employees’ union members, compared to 26.4% of men. As Mercer and 
Notley (2008) note, a higher proportion of women than men are union members for 
the sixth consecutive year. However, when considering union membership by sector, 
union density is higher for males than for females in both the private and public 
sectors. In the private sector, 18.5% of males are unionised compared to 12.8% of 
females, and in the public sector, 61.3% of males are union members compared to 
57.8% of females.  When comparing union members and non-members: 
• Females account for 52.1% of members; 
• Public sector employees account for 58.6% of members;  
• Full time employees for 79.6% of members; 
• Those aged 35-49 for 45% of members; 
• Professional, associated professional and technical occupations for 43.5% of 
members; and 
• Education constitutes 20.5% of members (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
 
There remain marked differences in union density across regions in the UK. The 
North East region has the highest union density (37.5%) and the highest percentage 
of workplaces with a trade union presence (54.6%), whilst the South East has the 
lowest density (21%) and level of union presence (39.4%) (Mercer & Notley 2008).  
 
 
3. The Retail Industry in Context 
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Retailing is one of the largest sectors in the UK economy, which has undergone 
critical change over the last few decades.  Retailing covers both the retailing of 
goods and services.  The activities covered in this work exclude the retailing of 
services such as financial services and public utilities, concentrating instead on the 
sale of goods.  Within European retailing the UK is the most advanced country in 
terms of concentration, segmentation, capitalisation and integration.  Its market 
leaders are among the UK's largest companies in both financial and employment 
terms.  Despite being described as a "dynamic" industry, retailing is very often 
viewed as a mature industry, as are the consumers and multiples that dominate it.    
It is an industry characterised by increasing price competition, falling gross margins 
and returns, the closure of independent and medium-sized outlets and acquisitions 
and mergers.  The forces behind change in the retail industry have been economic, 
demographic, social and technical.  These include the age structure of the 
population, the increasing number of working women and student labour, the 
changing structure of UK households, income and expenditure patterns, technology, 
globalisation and increasing international competition. 
 
4. The Retail Labour Market 
The retail industry is a major UK employer providing jobs for around 3 million people, 
although many of these are in part time positions, which means the FTE level is 
substantially less than this figure.  The list of top employers in Britain is dominated by 
retailers and the sector is a significant employer of the youth and female segments of 
the labour force.  The industry has concentration of employment in a few large 
businesses such that multiple retailers represent less than one per cent of 
businesses, yet actually account for 46 per cent of retail employment and over half of 
retail turnover (Burt and Sparks 2003). 
The greater efficiencies demanded by multiple retailers has led to an increased 
automation of many jobs as well as an increased demand for numerical and 
functional flexibility.  Together with the retail industry's low pay, low skill and status 
this does not equate to attractive working conditions for its workforce.  As the largest 
industry in the UK economy for female and part-time employees, combined with the 
high density of young workers, and low levels of unionisation it could be argued that 
the retail industry is exploiting weaker segments of the labour market in its search for 
profit.  This would suggest that the retail industry could be a key source of 
recruitment for unions seeking to represent retail workers at risk of poor pay and 
working conditions.  The key features of the retail workforce: female and young 
labour, will now be explored in greater depth. 
 
4.1 Feminisation of the Retail Labour Market 
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Retailing in the UK is renowned for being primarily a feminised industry, with women 
comprising over 65 per cent of the retail labour force.  Part-time employment 
accounts for 58 per cent of all employment, of which 79 per cent are part-time 
females (Burt and Sparks 2003).  Historically, shop work was a genteel occupation to 
be distinguished from manual work and considered appropriate for middle-class 
wives and upwardly mobile working class girls.  Today shop work is still seen as 
superior to factory work by the women who work there (MacEwen-Scott 1994), but 
nevertheless is generally seen as a low status industry for employment.  In the 
course of this century the retail industry changed from a largely male full-time 
workforce to a female part-time one (Bradley 1989).  Howe (1992: 92) described the 
retail workforce as one which is “dominated by women and managed by men”.  
While women are more likely to be managers in the retail industry than other 
occupational sectors, they tend to be concentrated at lower levels of management 
(Davidson and Cooper 1992).   
In addition to the dominance of men in management positions, the retail industry 
employs a large proportion of part time labour.  The rise in the number of part time 
jobs and the substitution of part time jobs for full time jobs has taken place largely 
within the female workforce.  Therefore, the majority of male jobs remain full time 
(MacEwan 1994).  It has been argued that feminisation of the retail workforce has 
enabled employers to deploy a part time workforce more easily and this will be 
explored in greater depth in Section 4.2 of this paper. 
 
4.2 Young employees and the Retail Labour Market 
The retail industry is also essentially a youthful trade and has always traditionally 
relied heavily upon youth labour to meet its labour demands.  However, the past two 
decades have seen a shift away from the use of young workers as full time sales 
assistants, towards using full time students as part time employees.  Retailers are 
capitalising on students’ need for flexible, part time work and securing relatively well-
educated young people to work in flexible, unskilled jobs (Lucas 1997).  As a result 
the least well-qualified young people have ‘traded down’ to the bottom end of the 
labour market as they face intense competition from their better qualified 
contemporaries.  The effect has been to “displace those young people traditionally 
found on the bottom run of the jobs market ladder, leaving them nowhere else to go” 
(Huddleston and Hirst 2004:16).  This has serious implications for the employment 
opportunities of young people who do not pursue further education, with traditional 
opportunities for employment in the retail industry being eroded by the increase in 
the availability of full time students as a source of labour.   
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5. Working Conditions in the Retail Industry  
Retailing is often depicted as an industry dominated by a low-skill, low-paid, part-
time, non-unionised workforce.  The perception of retailing is therefore very poor with 
retailers finding it hard to recruit, motivate and retain quality employees.  One of the 
problems facing retailers with regard to employment is the high level of staff 
turnover.  The Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers (Usdaw) estimates 
average staff turnover in retailing to around 62 per cent.  The low skill levels, routine 
nature of the work, working hours, and the low pay are all contributing factors.  Each 
of these factors will be examined in closer detail in this section of the paper.  It 
appears to be clear that with labour constituting the largest retail operating 
expenditure after the cost of the goods sole, retail labour is often treated by 
organisations as a ‘cost’ rather than a source of strategic advantage in terms of a 
‘service provider’.  However, some retailers are recognising this challenge, but it is 
the large organisations that tend to be more proactive in their human resource 
management processes, which would suggest an improvement in retail working 
conditions, at least within these organisations.   
 
5.1 Pay 
Market competition has forced retailers to reduce prices, and as a result the cost of 
labour is a key focus of attention for employers.  As a result, research has confirmed 
the status of retailing as a low pay sector, particularly away from the main multiple 
groups (Craig and Wilkinson 1985) with the labour-intensive nature of retailing 
meaning that rates of pay are generally low.  In addition, in order to contain labour 
costs and make most effective use of labour by matching staffing to customer 
demand, most positions are offered on a part-time basis. This implies targeting 
certain groups of the labour market, which places further limits on the scope for 
choice over pay and working-time arrangements for retail employees.  The 
introduction of the minimum wage affected retailing in many ways, but despite the 
low pay status of retailing industry, as a generalisation, large retailers were already 
paying above the minimum wage rate and remained unaffected.  Yet, labour is a 
major cost component to retailers and to a considerable extent the retail workforce is 
characterised by a relatively low-skill, low-paid, part-time workforce, which is 
primarily non-unionised (Burt and Sparks 2003).  This would suggest that the union 
could pay a key role in representing retail workers in terms of their relative low levels 
of pay.   
 
 
 
 
5.2 Flexible Working in the Retail Industry  
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In the UK, the proportion of part timers employed in retailing has been increasing 
since the mid-1980s (Reynolds et al 2005).  This increase in part time employment in 
the UK retail industry has led to a concurrent decrease in the employment of full 
timers, particularly in the grocery retailing sector (Freathy and Sparks 1996).  
Predictable seasonal variations in trade are most commonly met by fixed term 
contract staff, although the incidence of temporary working in the UK retail industry 
remains low.  More acute forms of flexible employment are also being introduced in 
UK grocery retailing, including zero or minimum hour contracts, where there is no, or 
negligible, specification as to the exact hours which an employee is expected to 
work.   
Increases in competition and cost pressures have led many multiple retailers to 
pursue cost-saving strategies in an attempt to remain competitive.  One area of 
rationalisation has occurred in their deployment of labour.  This has culminated in an 
increased demand for both numerical and functional labour flexibility.  Competitive 
pressures combined with increased consumer demands has led many multiple 
retailers to increase their opening hours.  This has affected retailers in out-of-town 
locations, particularly the grocery sector where some stores operate 24 hour 
opening. The modern retail workforce are having to adapt to the longer opening 
hours of retail outlets, particularly those working in superstores.  As a result the 
growth of services has led to a retail workforce which has been described as the 
'new proletariat of modern times' (MacEwen-Scott 1994).   
As previously discussed, female and student workers are the main sources of 
flexible labour for retail organisations.  However, some have argued that women’s 
part time employment linked to family formation has peaked (e.g. Dex and 
McCulloch 1995), which means that retailers have increasingly turned to student 
workers to maximise flexibility.  This forces women into direct competition with 
students for the availability of part time jobs, as noted by Rubery and Tarling 
(1988:126): 
“women are being increasingly forced into competition with other 
disadvantaged groups in their traditional employment areas….thus women 
could lose their dubious advantage of being an important source of 
disadvantaged labour supply”. 
This trend in the retail labour markets would suggest that retail unions could have a 
key role to play in safeguarding workers access to employment within the industry 
and representing these weaker segments of the labour market. 
 
5.3 Skills  
Retailing is often depicted as a low skill sector characterised by the routine nature of 
its work.  Increases in competition and consumer demands have led many of the 
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larger retailers to pursue cost-saving strategies.  Retailers are utilising technology to 
create greater efficiencies and economies of scale through the standardisation of 
many of the retail processes.  It is noted that this use of technology has upgraded 
certain skills and downgraded others.  Notably the skills of support staff and lower 
level managers have been most adversely affected increased technology has 
diminished the skills of cashiers as well as assuming many of the tasks previously 
undertaken by lower level managers and administrative support staff.  
Rationalisation of labour and standardisation of the labour process are all in line with 
Fordism.  Jobs on the shop-floor now display similar conditions of employment to 
those in mass production manufacturing.  The industry would therefore seem to live 
up to its reputation as a low skill, low pay employer.  Braverman’s (1974) de-skilling 
thesis is thus realised when looking at the shop-floor and support staff in the retail 
industry.  However at the higher levels of the retail firms the opposite appears to be 
occurring.  The trend towards fewer and larger stores has increased the scope of 
activity for senior management at both store and head office level.  Attempts are 
being made to professionalise the function of retail management through formal 
qualifications.  The salary of store and head office managers has also been brought 
more in line with line managers in other industries.  This together with an increased 
demand for technical staff by the retailer supports the post industrial thesis of an 
increase in professional and technical employment. 
 
In support of the de-skilling thesis, it is argued that much of the work carried out by 
the shop-floor support staff in multiple retail outlets is tedious and low-skilled.  The 
increased use of information technology means that retailing is becoming 
increasingly standardised relying on mass production methods for economies of 
scale and increased productivity.  Cashiers working for multiple retailers are 
monitored for their throughput by store managers and Head Office.  As a 
consequence multiple retailers have recognised that throughput at the checkout is 
variable during the week.  Therefore for maximum utilisation sales employees should 
be 'multi-skilled'.  The reality of this 'multi-skilling' is an expansion of job tasks to 
include shelf-filling for example, rather than any significant up-skilling or re-skilling.  
Gershuny (1987) saw the implications for employment of the increased use of 
information technology and vertical integration between wholesalers and retailers as 
bleak.  He predicted a decrease in sales staff and an increased demand for 
computer hardware skills, but an overall substantial decrease in retail staff.  He 
anticipated an intensification of the shift towards part-time employment with an 
increasing emphasis on social skills with occupations remaining low paid. 
In contrast to the de-skilling thesis, attempts in recent years have been made to 
professionalise retail management and modernise its image.  Retailing management 
has never acquired the same status as line management in other industries.  There 
is some evidence of a professionalism of the retail management function as well as 
an increase in demand for technical staff to maintain the deployment of technology.  
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At shop-floor level an increased demand for "craftsmen" has occurred as large 
multiple retailers increasingly compete on a quality basis.  As a result stores have 
seen the re-introduction of traditional craft skills on the shopfloor in the form of 
butchers and fishmongers in the grocery sector and carpenters in the DIY sector.  
This could be seen to indicate a return to the 'pre-industrial' model of retailing when 
shop-keeping was considered a trade which required apprenticeship training.  
However at the same time, mechanisation and automation have rendered many of 
the skills of shop-floor support staff unnecessary.   
It can be seen that within retailing technology has upgraded certain skills and 
downgraded others.  Technology has released employees from the mundane tasks 
and allowed more complex decisions to be taken at lower levels of the organisation.  
Technology has also actually centralised information and de-skilled lower level 
employees by automating many of the decisions they previously had the 
responsibility to make.  It has also affected the structure of the retail industry in 
accelerating the decline of small, independent retailers.  The cost pressures on non-
users of technology (typically independent retailers) have increased as large, 
multiple retailers have increased their level of technology and hence their cost 
advantages. 
To conclude it would appear that there is a polarisation of the workforce occurring 
within the retail industry.  Initially the polarisation occurs between those employed in 
the smaller independent outlets and those working for the larger multiple retailers.  
Increased competitive pressures are reducing the numbers of independent traders 
through pricing and the deployment of technology.  Meanwhile within the larger 
retailers themselves dichotomy is occurring at the opposite ends of the 
organisational structure.  Those working at the senior levels of the organisation from 
senior store management upwards are enjoying a professionalism of their 
occupation, an increase in responsibility and duties as well as an increased demand 
for their services.  This also applies to those workers with technical skills who are in 
increasing demand from retail employers.  Paradoxically at the lower level of the 
organisation shop-floor staff and lower level managers are experiencing the 
replacement of their skills and tasks by technology together with conditions similar to 
that of Fordist manufacturing systems. 
 
6. Unions and the Retail Sector 
Given the growing economic and social significance of service-oriented industries to 
national productivity and performance in the UK, as both a source of jobs and 
economic growth, and, the importance of union representation in delivering industrial 
democracy and procedural justice, this project aims to understand the strategies 
being utilized by the largest retail union in the UK to represent members. The retail 
industry is a major employer in the UK and is one of the few private sector service 
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industries with union representation (Griffin et al 2003). The retail sector has grown 
rapidly, yet represents unique challenges for unions. Characteristics of the retail 
industry that pose challenges to unions’ voice and representative functions include: 
high labour turnover, high use of casual, female and student labour and variable 
levels of union recognition (Reynolds et al. 2005). These challenges within the UK 
retail industry highlight the need for research to investigate the strategies used by 
retail unions to represent ‘new workers’ and respond to changes in working 
conditions. Irrespective of these challenges, any extension of representation and 
organisation by unions in the retail sector is inherently valuable, socially and 
politically, given that retail workers are often categorised as vulnerable, due to the 
fact that they are among the lowest paid in the economy, sourced from 
disadvantaged labour markets and increasingly subject to atypical employment 
arrangements, and thus, can be exploited (Broadbridge 2002; Henley et al 2006; 
Lynch 2005; Roan 2003).  
 
In the retail industry (defined as wholesale, retail and motor trade), trade union 
density in 2007 is 11.3%, an increase from the previous year. Union density has 
fluctuated in the industry between 1996-2007, ranging from 10.4% to 11.8%. Union 
presence in the retail industry is however much higher than density, at 26.5%, with 
16.7% of employees within the industry having their pay determined by collective 
agreements (Mercer & Notley 2008). Examining collective agreement coverage in 
the retail industry more closely, a greater proportion of part time workers than full 
time workers have their pay determined in this fashion (20% vs 14.5%). In addition, 
permanent staff (16.9%) in the retail industry have their pay determined by collective 
agreements to a greater extent than temporary workers (10.8%).  This compares to 
34.6 per cent across all industries, which suggests that unions in the retail industry 
are less successful in converting union presence into collective bargaining than 
unions in other industries. 
Union membership in the retail industry relative to gender and working status does 
not reveal significant differences. In relation to gender, 10.3% of males are union 
members in the retail industry, whilst 12.1% of females are union members. In 
relation to working status, 12% of full time employees and 10.2% of part time 
employees are union members in the retail industry. This demonstrates that trade 
unions in the retail industry have had some success securing part time workers as 
members, compared to unions in other industries.  Union members account for 6.1% 
of all members in the retail industry, 18.6% of non-members (the highest proportion 
across all industries) and 15.2% of all employees. 
The main retail trade union with the largest numbers of members is Usdaw with 
356,046 members in 2007, which represents a 7 per cent rise in membership since 
2003.  Usdaw also has a managerial and supervisory section called the Supervisory, 
Administrative and Technical Association (Sata), which represents employees in 
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middle and lower management or with administrative or technical responsibilities.  It 
is viewed as a campaigning union, for examples its Sunday trading campaign, and is 
well-known for its partnership agreement with Tesco, which was signed in 1998.  
One of the main problem for the union is the high rate of staff turnover in the retail 
industry, which means that recruitment activity must be constant to simply maintain 
membership levels.  This is in addition to the difficulties unions face with the large 
proportion of small businesses in the retail industry as well as opposition from some 
large employers and the nature of the labour market being traditionally difficult to 
organise.  As a result Usdaw’s leadership faces a situation of “limited recognition, 
low density and consequently poorly perceived effectiveness” (Upchurch and 
Donnelly 1992:68).  This puts additional pressure of the effectiveness of the union 
and its strategic choices, which forms the basis of this research project. 
 
7. The Research Project 
The extension of representation and organization by unions’ in the retail sector is 
inherently valuable, socially and politically, given that retail workers are often 
categorised as vulnerable, due to the fact that they are among the lowest paid in the 
economy and increasingly subject to atypical employment arrangements, and thus 
can be exploited (Lynch 2005). Trade union membership statistics in the UK are 
germane in this sense, with statistics showing that the lower paid are less likely to be 
union members (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
 
The standing and contribution of the research to British and Australian-based 
knowledge on union strategy and strategic choice is twofold: first, the project 
addresses a lacuna in the literature by enhancing our current understanding of union 
strategy, unions’ strategic choices and cross-country similarities and differences in 
unions’ representational strategies. Second, in a broader theoretical and practical 
context, an analysis of the unions’ current strategies will allow the development of a 
theoretical model, which will provide unions with practical suggestions and innovative 
insights to develop new, more effective, value-added strategies for representing 
members. There is a compelling need to understand how the changing composition 
of the workplace affects social and political dimensions of work at the macro level, 
and at the micro level, how it affects union strategies. This understanding is 
particularly pertinent in the retail sector, as a means to recognize how unions’ can 
effectively and successfully represent a new breed of atypical workers’, which could 
subsequently be applied to retail unions in other countries, and to comparable 
industries such as hospitality, catering and call centres; also growing economic 
sectors. The larger issue of union strategy and renewal is decidedly significant for 
economic and social policy in both countries, in facilitating productive employment 
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relationships, high performance work systems, efficiency, equality and fairness for 
employees, irrespective of their nature and location of employment. 
 
7.1 Research Questions: The Scope of the Project 
This study is designed to explore the strategies that the Union of Shop Distribute and 
Allied Workers (USDAW) are employing to respond to the aforementioned 
challenges and to represent ‘new workers’ in the retail industry. The research design 
will be qualitative, so as to develop a rich body of data using multiple data-gathering 
methods.  A qualitative research design is also used to address the weaknesses of 
the existing literature on comparisons of union strategy, which as Frege and Kelly 
(2003) note, are limited to quantitative analyses. The single in-depth case study of 
USDAW, the major UK retail union, will be based upon semi-structured interviews 
with union officers and branch representatives. The primary research will be 
triangulated with members’ focus groups and secondary data sources, including 
union, government and industry sources. 
 
In the UK, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with officials at the central 
office in Manchester, in addition to interviews at local offices’ across the UK. One 
office will be randomly selected from each of the regional divisions: The Eastern 
division, Midlands, North Eastern, North West, Scottish, Southern and South Wales 
and Western division. This data gathering process will enable a comparison of 
USDAW’s strategies across regions, which is important, given the dramatic regional 
differences in union membership across the UK generally (Mercer & Notley 2008). 
 
The following research questions form the basis of the exploratory study in the UK: 
1. What strategies are being pursued by USDAW in the UK retail industry to 
recruit, organise and represent members? 
2. To what extent have USDAW’s strategies in the retail industry resulted in 
membership gains? 
3. To what extent have USDAW’s strategies in the retail industry improved 
working conditions for members? 
 
This research forms part of a larger international comparative project that aims to 
understand, analyse and compare representational and organising strategies utilised 
by UK and Australian retail unions to represent and recruit members. The similar 
nature of the retail industry in the UK and Australia in terms of workforce 
composition, existing union representation and as a major employer, provides a 
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robust basis for comparative study. It is intended that this study will act as a pilot, for 
an extended international study of union strategy.  
 
An analysis of representational strategies in the retail sector in the UK and Australia 
will be conducted using comparative case studies of the two major unions in the UK 
and Australia: USDAW (UK) and the Shop Distributive and Allied Employees’ 
Association (SDA) (Australia). Both unions are among the largest in each country. 
Five research questions form the basis of the comparative research: 
1. What are the differences and similarities in union activity in the two countries? 
(To be analysed using available statistical sources such as union density 
figures, coverage of collective bargaining, wage distribution, average industry 
earnings) 
 
2. What strategies are being pursued by unions in the retail industry to recruit, 
organize and represent members? How similar and/or different are these 
approaches in the UK and Australia? 
 
3. What are the reasons for the similarities and differences? 
 
4. To what extent have unions’ strategies in the retail industry in the UK and 
Australia resulted in membership gains? 
 
5. To what extent have unions’ strategies in the retail industry in the UK and 
Australia improved working conditions and outcomes for members? (To be 
analysed using substantive and procedural measures) 
 
The UK case study research and the larger comparative project will enhance our 
current understanding of union strategy, and in particular, cross country differences 
in union responses in the retail sector. The study will make an important contribution 
to the extant literature for two reasons: first, few international comparisons of union 
strategy are made, and second, comparisons are largely limited to quantitative 
variables (Frege & Kelly 2003). From a practical viewpoint, a comparative analysis of 
union strategy across a single industry will enable the two unions’ to benchmark their 
activities, and where possible, replicate effective and successful representational 
strategies, which may have positive outcomes for the recruitment and retention of 
members.  
The standing and contribution of the research to British and Australian-based 
knowledge on union strategy and strategic choice is twofold: first, the project 
addresses a lacuna in the literature by enhancing our current understanding of union 
strategy, unions’ strategic choices and cross-country similarities and differences in 
unions’ representational strategies. Second, in a broader theoretical and practical 
context, an analysis of the unions’ current strategies will allow the development of a 
theoretical model, which will provide unions with practical suggestions and innovative 
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insights to develop new, more effective, value-added strategies for representing 
members. There is a compelling need to understand how the changing composition 
of the workplace affects social and political dimensions of work at the macro level, 
and at the micro level, how it affects union strategies. This understanding is 
particularly pertinent in the retail sector, as a means to recognize how unions’ can 
effectively and successfully represent a new breed of atypical workers’, which could 
subsequently be applied to retail unions in other countries, and to comparable 
industries such as hospitality, catering and call centres; also growing economic 
sectors. The larger issue of union strategy and renewal is decidedly significant for 
economic and social policy in both countries, in facilitating productive employment 
relationships, high performance work systems, efficiency, equality and fairness for 
employees, irrespective of their nature and location of employment. 
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